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Abstract

Background: This study examines the critical factors influencing the development of strong, virile and dynamic public institutions within the Nigerian public service.

Objectives: The primary objective is to explore existing challenges and identify strategies for institutional strengthening that can enhance public sector performance. The study employs thematic content analysis to analyse the collected secondary data. Themes related to institutional virility, dynamism, leadership, reform challenges and governance are identified, coded and synthesised to construct a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing the strength of Nigerian public institutions.

Method: Employing a qualitative research design based exclusively on secondary data analysis, the study reviews academic literature, policy documents and institutional reports to synthesise insights on leadership, bureaucratic efficiency, institutional adaptability and governance.

Results: Key findings reveal persistent issues, such as bureaucratic inefficiency, corruption, political interference and limited leadership capacity that undermine institutional effectiveness.

Conclusion: The study underscores the importance of visionary leadership, structural reforms promoting autonomy and flexibility, and a supportive policy environment to foster institutional virility and dynamism.

Contribution: By integrating institutional and bureaucratic theories, the research contributes to the understanding of institutional reform dynamics in Nigeria and highlights practical pathways for sustainable public sector transformation. The findings offer valuable implications for policymakers, public administrators and scholars interested in governance and institutional development in developing countries.
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Introduction

The public service is widely regarded as the backbone of government operations and a key driver of national progress. The Nigerian public service plays a pivotal role in national development by formulating and implementing government policies and delivering essential services to citizens (Adegoroye, 2023). However, the sector has long been plagued by inefficiency, low productivity, poor service delivery and endemic corruption (Olowu & Sulaiman, 2022). Despite several reform efforts spanning decades, many public institutions remain weak, rigid and resistant to change. Scholars like Okotoni (2023) emphasise that building a strong, virile and dynamic public service is indispensable for achieving Nigeria’s broader goals of good governance, socio-economic transformation and sustainable development.

Recent studies highlight that institutional weaknesses in the Nigerian public sector stem largely from poor leadership, lack of accountability mechanisms and an entrenched culture of patronage (Adeyemi & Akinwale, 2024). While reform initiatives such as Service Compass (SERVICOM) and the Integrated Personnel and Payroll Information System (IPPIS) have been introduced to improve efficiency, their implementation has often been hampered by political interference and inadequate capacity (Ezeani, 2023). As a result, many public service agencies struggle to meet citizens’ expectations, thereby eroding public trust and legitimacy.

Another critical issue facing Nigerian public institutions is the challenge of adapting to modern governance demands, including digital transformation, data-driven decision-making and citizen-centred service delivery (Obi & Nwachukwu, 2024). According to Aremu and Bamgbose (2023), the failure to modernise operations and adopt innovative practices has left the Nigerian public service lagging behind global best practices. This situation is further compounded by limited investment in human capital development, leading to a workforce that is often ill-equipped to handle contemporary administrative challenges.

To build a resilient and dynamic public service, scholars advocate for comprehensive institutional reforms that go beyond superficial adjustments (Ogunyemi & Hassan, 2024). These reforms must focus on strengthening institutional frameworks, enhancing bureaucratic professionalism and fostering a culture of accountability and performance. Additionally, sustainable reforms require consistent political will, stakeholder buy-in and a long-term vision that transcends changes in government (Adebayo & Ojo, 2023). Without addressing these foundational issues, efforts to revitalise Nigeria’s public service risk yielding limited or short-lived results.

Statement of the problem

The Nigerian public service is widely acknowledged as a key driver of national development, responsible for translating government policies into concrete programmes and services. Yet, concerns continue to emerge about its ability to effectively perform these functions. Persistent reports point to issues such as inefficiency, delays, lack of responsiveness and bureaucratic bottlenecks, which hinder the achievement of national goals and erode public trust in government institutions (Adebayo & Mutula, 2022). Despite repeated reform efforts, the fundamental challenges within the Nigerian public service seem to endure, raising critical questions about the underlying factors affecting institutional performance.

Moreover, public institutions in Nigeria operate within a complex political and socio-economic environment that often exposes them to external pressures, including political interference, inadequate funding and shifting policy directions. These pressures can disrupt institutional stability and impair the ability of public servants to focus on long-term goals (Igbokwe-Ibeto, 2023). There is a growing concern that such challenges not only weaken institutional structures but also undermine the capacity of the public service to serve as an effective instrument of governance and development.

Questions arise about whether existing institutional frameworks possess the necessary adaptability, strength and professionalism to respond to Nigeria’s dynamic development needs. While several studies have examined public sector reforms and governance challenges, there is still a limited understanding of the specific institutional gaps and systemic weaknesses that hinder the development of strong, virile and dynamic public institutions in Nigeria. Addressing this gap requires a deeper exploration of the internal and external constraints affecting the Nigerian public service and a clearer assessment of the conditions necessary for institutional strengthening.

Research questions

The study seeks to answer the following research questions:


	What are the key institutional and structural challenges hindering the development of a strong, virile and dynamic public service in Nigeria?

	How effective have past and ongoing reform initiatives been in improving performance, accountability and service delivery in the Nigerian public sector?



Objectives of the study

Given the persistent challenges facing Nigeria’s public service, it is necessary to critically examine the underlying institutional, structural and operational factors that hinder its performance.

The specific objectives of the study are:


	To examine the institutional and structural challenges hindering the development of a strong, virile and dynamic public service in Nigeria.

	To assess the effectiveness of past and ongoing reform initiatives aimed at improving performance, accountability and service delivery in the Nigerian public sector.



Conceptual review

Concept of public institutions

Public institutions refer to the formal structures, agencies and bodies established by government to implement public policies, deliver services and regulate socio-economic activities for the benefit of citizens. These include ministries, departments, parastatals, commissions and regulatory bodies that are mandated by law to carry out specific governance functions (Adegoroye, 2023). In Nigeria, public institutions play a critical role in shaping national development by driving economic planning, law enforcement, education, health delivery and infrastructure development. However, scholars have argued that many Nigerian public institutions suffer from weak capacity, excessive bureaucracy and endemic corruption, which undermine their effectiveness and reduce public trust (Ezeani, 2023; Okotoni, 2023).

Public institutions are expected to operate within clearly defined legal and institutional frameworks, ensuring accountability, transparency and service to the public interest. Adeyemi and Akinwale (2024) note that well-functioning public institutions are essential for the stability of democratic governance, the protection of citizens’ rights and the facilitation of economic growth. In the Nigerian context, public institutions are often caught in a web of political interference and patronage, making it difficult for them to operate independently or professionally. Strengthening these institutions, therefore, requires reforms that focus on reducing political capture, improving resource management and enhancing the technical and human capacity of public agencies (Obi & Nwachukwu, 2024).

The performance of public institutions also depends heavily on institutional culture and leadership. Effective public institutions foster a culture of professionalism, integrity and innovation, supported by leaders who are committed to public service ethics and reform (Olowu, 2024). Conversely, when institutions are dominated by self-serving elites or rent-seeking behaviour, they become vehicles for personal enrichment rather than public good. This study explores the state of Nigerian public institutions to identify the conditions under which they can transform into strong and credible organisations capable of meeting governance and development challenges.

Public service reform

Public service reform refers to deliberate efforts aimed at improving the efficiency, effectiveness and responsiveness of government agencies to meet changing socio-economic needs. These reforms often focus on restructuring organisational processes, improving human resource management, adopting new technologies and promoting good governance principles (Adegbite & Olayiwola, 2023). In Nigeria, various reform programmes such as the Civil Service Reform Programme and the National Strategy for Public Service Reform have been launched over the years to address persistent challenges like bureaucratic bottlenecks, corruption and poor service delivery (Adegoroye, 2023).

The success of public service reform depends on political will, stakeholder buy-in and the ability to institutionalise changes over time. Olowu (2024) emphasises that reforms must go beyond superficial changes and target deeper institutional culture and behaviour to yield sustainable improvements. However, many Nigerian reform initiatives have struggled because of inconsistent implementation, resistance from vested interests and lack of continuity across administrations (Okotoni, 2023). These challenges highlight the need for a more holistic and participatory approach to reform.

Moreover, public service reforms are critical to enhancing the virility and dynamism of institutions, as they promote adaptability and innovation. Adeyemi and Akinwale (2024) suggest that reforms incorporating digital transformation, performance management and citizen-centered service delivery models can significantly improve the public sector’s responsiveness and accountability. This study assesses the impact of past and current reform efforts in Nigeria and proposes strategies to strengthen reform processes for better institutional outcomes.

Review of related empirical studies

Adegbite and Olayiwola (2023) investigated the relationship between institutional capacity and public service delivery in Nigeria, focusing particularly on how reforms have shaped the effectiveness of public institutions. Their study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining survey data from civil servants with interviews from policymakers to assess reform outcomes. They observed that despite multiple reform initiatives over the years, Nigerian public institutions continue to face operational challenges that impede effective service delivery.

One major insight from their research was the persistent weakness in institutional virility, which they defined as the capacity of institutions for adaptive change and innovation. According to their findings, systemic issues such as chronic underfunding, dilapidated infrastructure and pervasive political interference collectively hamper the institutions’ ability to respond dynamically to evolving governance demands. For the present study, this reinforces the argument that addressing public service performance requires not only structural reforms but also interventions that enhance institutional agility and adaptability.

Adegbite and Olayiwola (2023) concluded that, beyond technical reforms, genuine political will is essential to enforce transparency, merit-based recruitment and accountability within public institutions. Their work is particularly relevant to this research because it underscores the need for reforms that address both the formal and informal dimensions of institutional performance, aligning with the study’s focus on building strong, virile and dynamic public institutions in Nigeria.

Similarly, Olowu (2024) examined the role of leadership in fostering institutional virility within Nigeria’s public service. Using qualitative interviews with senior officials and surveys of lower-level staff, Olowu uncovered a significant correlation between visionary, reform-minded leadership and institutional dynamism. Leaders who were committed to change and able to inspire trust were found to drive institutional effectiveness by motivating staff and embedding a culture of innovation.

However, the study also revealed that leadership effectiveness in Nigeria is frequently compromised by political patronage and systemic corruption. Many respondents noted that leadership appointments are often determined by loyalty rather than competence, undermining the integrity and performance of institutions. This insight supports the current study by highlighting the critical role of leadership reforms, including the need for transparent appointment processes and the development of leadership capacities, in fostering virile and dynamic institutions.

Olowu (2024) ultimately argued that without leadership reforms, efforts to strengthen institutional capacity will likely falter. This aligns strongly with the present research, which positions leadership quality as a central factor in driving institutional transformation within Nigeria’s public sector.

In another study, Ezeani (2023) explored the prevalence and impact of bureaucratic inefficiency and corruption in Nigerian public institutions. Through an extensive survey of civil servants across federal ministries, Ezeani documented procedural delays, nepotism and a lack of accountability as major drivers of inefficiency. Corruption was identified not only as a consequence of weak institutional frameworks but also as a factor that perpetuates systemic inefficiency.

The study emphasised that institutional inertia, the resistance to change and reform, is deeply embedded in the bureaucratic culture of the Nigerian public service. According to Ezeani, many public servants are reluctant to embrace reform because of fears of losing privileges or disrupting entrenched power networks. This insight is particularly important to the current research, as it underscores the need to address not only institutional structures but also the cultural and behavioural patterns that sustain inefficiency.

Ezeani (2023) concluded that meaningful reform requires shifting institutional cultures towards transparency, ethical conduct and merit-based operations. This finding aligns directly with the objectives of this study, which seeks to identify strategies for transforming Nigerian public institutions into strong, virile and dynamic entities capable of delivering quality services.

On the international front, Peters and Pierre (2019) conducted a comparative study examining how institutional innovation and adaptability influence public sector performance across developed and developing countries. Their case studies highlighted the importance of decentralising authority, empowering agencies and investing in capacity-building to achieve institutional dynamism. Successful reforms, they argued, depend on balancing bureaucratic stability with the flexibility to adapt to changing governance demands.

Their findings revealed that countries promoting continuous learning and innovation within public institutions achieved greater responsiveness and effectiveness. This is particularly instructive for the Nigerian context, where rigid bureaucratic structures often hinder innovation. By applying Peters and Pierre’s (2019) recommendations, Nigerian public institutions could enhance service delivery by adopting flexible management practices and fostering a culture of innovation.

Peters and Pierre’s (2019) analysis provides valuable international lessons that inform the present study’s examination of strategies to strengthen Nigerian public institutions. Their emphasis on institutional autonomy and reform-minded leadership directly supports this research’s focus on enhancing institutional virility and dynamism in Nigeria’s public sector.

Christensen and Lægreid (2020) contributed to the empirical literature by analysing public sector reforms across European countries, particularly focusing on accountability mechanisms. Their large-scale quantitative study showed that clear accountability frameworks and participatory governance significantly improve institutional responsiveness and performance. They emphasised that accountability is foundational to building public trust and ensuring that institutions effectively fulfil their mandates.

The study further revealed that political interference remains a major obstacle to institutional effectiveness. When political actors meddle excessively in public agency operations, institutions tend to lose focus and become less innovative. This resonates with the Nigerian situation, where political patronage undermines institutional autonomy and performance.

Christensen and Lægreid (2020) advocated for strengthening independent oversight bodies and expanding citizen participation in governance processes. Their conclusions provide critical insights for this research, emphasising the need for reforms that enhance transparency, reduce political interference and foster accountability in Nigerian public institutions to build virility and dynamism.

Finally, Kettunen and Kallio (2021) explored the role of institutional entrepreneurship in driving public sector reform across Nordic countries. Their qualitative research showed that reform champions, individuals or groups who challenge entrenched norms and mobilise resources play a pivotal role in overcoming bureaucratic inertia and fostering innovation. They found that institutional entrepreneurs create networks, engage stakeholders and align new ideas with organisational goals to catalyse change.

According to Kettunen and Kallio (2021), institutional entrepreneurs are essential for transforming rigid bureaucracies into dynamic and adaptive organisations. This finding is highly relevant to the Nigerian context, where entrenched practices often obstruct reform efforts. The present study draws on these insights to argue that empowering reform-minded leaders and providing institutional support for innovation are critical to strengthening Nigerian public institutions.

Overall, Kettunen and Kallio’s (2021) work underscores the importance of leadership, stakeholder engagement and institutional support systems in building strong, virile and dynamic public institutions. Their findings reinforce the central themes of this research, providing both theoretical grounding and practical strategies for enhancing the performance of Nigeria’s public service.

Theoretical framework

Institutional theory

Institutional Theory provides a valuable lens for understanding the development, structure and functioning of public institutions. It emphasises that organisations, including public institutions, do not operate in isolation but are embedded within broader social, political and cultural environments that shape their behaviour and legitimacy (Scott, 2014). This theory argues that institutions adopt certain norms, rules and practices to gain legitimacy, survive and secure resources. In the Nigerian public service context, institutional theory helps explain why many public agencies follow formal procedures and rituals that may be symbolic rather than effective, often influenced by local political culture and historical legacies (Adeyemi & Akinwale, 2024; Asaju & Ayeni, 2021).

A key concept in institutional theory is isomorphism, which suggests that organisations in similar environments tend to become more alike over time as they respond to similar pressures, such as government regulations or societal expectations (Scott, 2014). Nigerian public institutions face isomorphic pressures from both formal legal frameworks and informal societal norms. For instance, adherence to bureaucratic rules may be driven by a desire for external legitimacy, even when such adherence impedes flexibility and innovation. Understanding these institutional pressures is crucial to designing reforms that align with local realities while promoting virility and dynamism in the public sector (Olowu, 2024).

Institutional theory also highlights the importance of institutional entrepreneur actors who initiate changes and drive reforms within organisations (Scott, 2014). In Nigeria, public sector reforms often falter because of weak leadership, entrenched interests and resistance to change within the bureaucratic culture (Asaju & Ayeni, 2021). Leaders who act as institutional entrepreneurs can help reframe organisational norms, introduce innovations and build capacity for sustained institutional transformation. This theory underscores the need to empower reform-minded leaders who can navigate institutional constraints and mobilise support for building stronger public institutions (Adegbite & Olayiwola, 2023).

Furthermore, institutional theory draws attention to the role of formal and informal institutions in shaping organisational outcomes. While formal institutions include laws and policies governing public service, informal institutions consist of unwritten rules, traditions and patronage networks that can either support or undermine institutional virility and dynamism (Ezeani, 2023). For example, patronage politics in Nigeria often lead to appointments based on loyalty rather than merit, weakening the professional capacity of public institutions. Recognising the interplay between formal and informal institutions is critical to addressing institutional weaknesses and fostering an environment conducive to reform and innovation (Obi & Nwachukwu, 2024).

In summary, Institutional Theory offers a comprehensive framework for analysing the challenges facing Nigerian public institutions and designing interventions to build their strength and responsiveness. By focusing on legitimacy, norms and institutional change agents, this theory aligns well with the study’s objective of enhancing virility and dynamism in the Nigerian public service through systemic reforms and leadership development.

Methods

This study adopts a qualitative research design based exclusively on the analysis of secondary data sources. The qualitative approach is appropriate as it allows for an in-depth examination of existing literature, policy documents, government reports and previous empirical studies related to the development of strong, virile and dynamic public institutions in Nigeria. Through systematic review and content analysis of secondary data, the study aims to synthesise insights and identify patterns relevant to the Nigerian public service context.

Data are collected through document analysis of secondary sources. This involves systematically identifying, retrieving and reviewing existing published materials, including peer-reviewed articles, policy documents, government reports and statistical data compiled by national and international agencies. This approach enables the study to build upon prior knowledge and evaluate trends and challenges in public institution building without the need for primary data collection.

The study employs thematic content analysis to analyse the collected secondary data. Themes related to institutional virility, dynamism, leadership, reform challenges and governance are identified, coded and synthesised to construct a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing the strength of Nigerian public institutions. Where applicable, quantitative secondary data are descriptively summarised to support qualitative findings.

Main findings

Factors that encourage strong public institutions in Nigeria

Strong public institutions are the bedrock of sustainable national development, good governance and democratic consolidation. In the Nigerian context, several key factors have been identified by scholars and practitioners as crucial to building and sustaining strong, virile and dynamic public institutions.

One fundamental factor is institutional autonomy and political non-interference. For public institutions to perform effectively, they must be insulated from undue political pressures that compromise their professional integrity (Olowu, 2024). When public bodies are allowed to operate independently, guided by clear mandates and professional standards, they are better able to deliver services objectively and equitably (Ayoade, 2022). According to Odukoya (2020), reducing political capture and strengthening institutional checks and balances are essential steps towards fostering accountable and autonomous governance structures in Nigeria.

Another key factor is effective leadership and visionary management. Leadership plays a central role in shaping the culture, direction and performance of institutions (Olaopa, 2021). Strong leaders inspire innovation, enforce accountability and ensure that institutional goals align with national development priorities (Maliki & Asaju, 2025). Ezeani (2023) emphasises that Nigeria’s public sector requires leaders who are reform-minded, ethically grounded and capable of mobilising human and material resources effectively. Leadership training, mentorship and succession planning are therefore critical for sustaining institutional performance and reform momentum (Okotoni, 2023).

Robust legal and regulatory frameworks also provide the backbone for strong institutions. When laws and regulations are clear, consistent and fairly enforced, public institutions can operate with greater confidence and legitimacy (Adegbite & Olayiwola, 2023). In Nigeria, strengthening anti-corruption laws, procurement regulations, civil service rules and oversight mechanisms is essential for curbing malpractice and promoting institutional discipline. As Agba et al. (2013) note, institutional reforms must be anchored in legal reforms that define roles, set standards and impose sanctions for non-compliance.

Human capacity development and professionalisation are indispensable factors. Institutions thrive when they are staffed with well-trained, competent and motivated personnel (Ibietan, 2019). In Nigeria, there is a pressing need to invest in continuous staff training, promote merit-based recruitment and promotions, and professionalise the civil service. According to Adebayo and Mutula (2022), adopting global best practices in human resource management, such as performance-based assessments and incentives, can significantly improve institutional effectiveness. Without building the skills and competencies of personnel, even well-designed institutions will fail to deliver.

Technological modernisation and digital innovation are increasingly recognised as key enablers of institutional strength. Strong institutions leverage technology to enhance efficiency, improve transparency and deliver services more effectively (Ezeani, 2023). E-governance tools, digital record systems and automated service platforms can reduce corruption, speed up processes and improve citizen engagement. Nigeria’s public sector must therefore invest in modern Information and Communication Technology (ICT) infrastructure, train personnel on digital tools and adopt digital transformation strategies to stay relevant and responsive in the 21st century (Adebayo & Mutula, 2022).

Finally, institutional learning and adaptation play a critical role in sustaining strong public institutions. Institutions must regularly evaluate their performance, learn from past experiences and adapt to changing social, economic and political conditions (Olaopa, 2021). Building a culture of evidence-based policymaking, performance monitoring and continuous improvement helps institutions stay resilient and innovative. As Adegbite and Olayiwola (2023) argue, Nigerian public institutions must prioritise organisational learning and invest in data systems that allow for rigorous policy evaluation and adjustment.

Factors attributed to weak public institutions in Nigeria

One of the primary factors contributing to the weakness of public institutions in Nigeria is corruption. Corruption permeates all levels of government and public service, eroding institutional credibility and weakening governance structures. Public funds are frequently misappropriated, procurement processes are manipulated and appointments are influenced by patronage rather than merit (Olowu & Sulaiman, 2022). This undermines accountability and transparency, two pillars essential for strong institutions. When corruption becomes institutionalised, it discourages ethical behaviour and fosters a culture of impunity within the civil service.

Another major factor is political interference and lack of institutional autonomy. Political office holders often exert undue influence over public agencies, manipulating them to serve partisan interests rather than public good. This politicisation weakens bureaucratic neutrality and professional ethics, making it difficult for institutions to function effectively and independently (Christensen & Lægreid, 2020). Moreover, frequent changes in leadership and the appointment of unqualified personnel to sensitive roles based on political loyalty further compromise institutional performance and continuity.

Inadequate funding and resource constraints are also significant contributors to institutional weakness. Many public institutions in Nigeria operate with limited budgets, outdated infrastructure and insufficient staffing, which affects their capacity to deliver services efficiently (Adegbite & Olayiwola, 2023). Poor remuneration and working conditions also demotivate public servants and reduce productivity. Without proper investment in tools, technology and human capital, institutions struggle to innovate and adapt to emerging governance challenges.

A deeply entrenched bureaucratic culture resistant to change further exacerbates the situation. Many public sector employees are bound by rigid procedures and outdated administrative practices that prioritise process over results. This lack of agility impedes innovation and responsiveness in addressing citizen needs (Ezeani, 2023). Reform initiatives often encounter internal resistance because change is seen as threatening to long-standing privileges and informal power structures within the system.

Furthermore, weak accountability and monitoring mechanisms have allowed inefficiencies and misconduct to flourish. Oversight bodies such as audit institutions, anti-corruption agencies and legislative committees are often under-resourced or themselves compromised, limiting their ability to enforce sanctions and promote reform. The absence of performance-based evaluations means that public servants are rarely held responsible for poor performance, reinforcing mediocrity and complacency (Kettunen & Kallio, 2021).

Lastly, poor leadership and vision deficits play a critical role. Leadership in public institutions often lacks the foresight, managerial competence and commitment required to drive meaningful reforms. Many leaders prioritise short-term political gains over long-term institutional strengthening, and are often unable or unwilling to confront entrenched interests. As a result, public service institutions operate without a clear strategic direction, leading to policy inconsistencies and stalled reform efforts (Olowu, 2024).

Challenges confronting public service in Nigeria

Bureaucratic inefficiency and rigidity: One of the most critical challenges facing the Nigerian public service is bureaucratic inefficiency and rigidity. The administrative system is heavily characterised by outdated procedures, hierarchical bottlenecks and excessive paperwork, all of which delay decision-making and obstruct service delivery (Olaopa, 2021). Public servants often follow rigid protocols that do not allow flexibility, innovation or adaptation to changing environments. According to Ezeani (2023), this rigid bureaucracy limits responsiveness to citizen needs and creates a system where service quality suffers because of administrative delays and procedural blockages. Without reforms aimed at simplifying procedures and promoting a results-oriented approach, the public sector will continue to lag behind.

Corruption and lack of accountability: Another major challenge is corruption and lack of accountability, which have become endemic in the Nigerian public service. Corruption takes multiple forms, including bribery, nepotism, favouritism, embezzlement of funds and ghost workers on payrolls (Ayo & Aluko, 2022). Despite the establishment of institutions like the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) and the Independent Corrupt Practices Commission (ICPC), the enforcement of anti-corruption measures has been weak and inconsistent (Adegbite & Olayiwola, 2023). Public officials often act with impunity, knowing they are unlikely to face consequences, which creates an environment where mismanagement and resource wastage thrive (Agba et al., 2019). This erosion of accountability undermines institutional credibility and citizen trust in governance.

Political interference and lack of institutional autonomy: Political interference and lack of institutional autonomy represent another formidable challenge. Public institutions in Nigeria often operate under the heavy influence of political actors, with appointments, promotions and policy directions frequently determined by political considerations rather than merit or institutional goals (Olowu, 2024). This undermines professionalism and disrupts long-term institutional planning, as each political administration brings its own agenda and reshuffles leadership positions. Odukoya (2020) argues that political capture of public institutions weakens their ability to perform their statutory functions independently, making it difficult for them to serve as neutral implementers of government policy and public interest.

Inadequate human capacity and poor leadership development: Inadequate human capacity and poor leadership development are also major issues plaguing the Nigerian public service. Many public servants lack the modern skills and competencies required for effective public administration, partly because of inadequate investment in training, mentorship and continuous professional development (Ibietan, 2019; Okotoni, 2023). Leadership in public institutions is often characterised by poor vision, limited reform orientation and an inability to inspire or manage teams effectively (Olaopa, 2021). Without deliberate efforts to strengthen human capacity through systematic training programmes and leadership development initiatives, the public sector will continue to struggle with mediocrity and underperformance.

Infrastructural and technological deficits: Infrastructural and technological deficits severely limit the efficiency and modernisation of Nigeria’s public service. Many government agencies still rely on outdated technologies, manual record-keeping and weak digital infrastructure, which hampers efforts to digitise and automate service delivery (Adebayo & Mutula, 2022). The lack of adequate investment in e-governance tools has also prevented the implementation of digital solutions that could improve transparency, reduce corruption and enhance citizen engagement. According to Ezeani (2023), modern public institutions require robust ICT systems to function effectively in today’s fast-paced environment, yet Nigeria’s public sector remains largely analogue in operation.

Poor policy continuity and inconsistent reform efforts: Poor policy continuity and inconsistent reform efforts create a fragmented institutional landscape where meaningful change is difficult to sustain. Successive administrations often abandon the reform programmes of their predecessors, leading to frequent policy reversals and unfinished projects (Agba et al., 2013). This instability disrupts institutional planning and weakens reform momentum, creating a cycle where institutions never fully evolve or achieve their reform objectives. As Olaopa (2021) observes, without political commitment to long-term reform and institutional stability, Nigeria’s public service will remain vulnerable to systemic inefficiencies and governance failures.

Research question one: What are the key institutional and structural challenges hindering the development of a strong, virile and dynamic public service in Nigeria?

The findings reveal that Nigeria’s public service is constrained by deep-rooted institutional weaknesses, including chronic underfunding, poor infrastructure and inadequate administrative capacity. As Adegbite and Olayiwola (2023) observed, many Nigerian public institutions lack the basic resources required for efficient operations, making it difficult for them to meet evolving governance and service delivery demands. Without sufficient financial and material support, public agencies are unable to innovate, modernise or adopt technologies that could improve their responsiveness. This under-resourced state also limits employee motivation, reducing institutional adaptability. The persistence of outdated tools and systems reinforces rigid bureaucratic practices, which are a key barrier to institutional virility and effectiveness.

Structural bottlenecks, especially bureaucratic inefficiency, have been strongly documented in the work of Ezeani (2023), who highlighted how procedural delays, nepotism and a general lack of accountability pervade the Nigerian public service. These inefficiencies often arise not merely from poor processes but from an embedded bureaucratic culture that resists change. Civil servants tend to prioritise maintaining the status quo, partly because of a fear of losing personal privileges or challenging entrenched power networks. Such cultural resistance obstructs reform efforts and makes it difficult for public institutions to develop the dynamism needed to respond effectively to emerging public needs. Additionally, these challenges are compounded by complex reporting lines and unclear mandates, which further weaken institutional focus and performance.

Political interference and weak leadership capacity present another layer of institutional challenge. Olowu (2024) underscored how leadership appointments in Nigeria are frequently influenced by political patronage rather than competence, leading to institutions being run by individuals who lack the vision, expertise or commitment to drive reform. This not only affects the morale of civil servants but also undermines institutional stability, as frequent leadership changes disrupt long-term planning and reform consistency. Peters and Pierre’s (2019) comparative study stressed that effective public institutions are characterised by institutional autonomy, strong accountability mechanisms and empowered leadership–features that are largely absent in Nigeria’s context. Therefore, the combination of resource limitations, entrenched inefficiencies, political meddling and weak leadership forms a complex web of institutional and structural challenges hindering the development of a strong, virile and dynamic Nigerian public service.

Research question two: How effective have past and ongoing reform initiatives been in improving performance, accountability and service delivery in the Nigerian public sector?

The findings suggest that although successive governments in Nigeria have launched numerous reform initiatives aimed at enhancing public sector performance, the overall effectiveness of these efforts remains limited. According to Adegbite and Olayiwola (2023), many reforms have focused on technical adjustments such as restructuring ministries, introducing performance management systems and digitising certain processes without adequately addressing the political and institutional context in which these changes occur. Without tackling the underlying drivers of dysfunction, such as weak institutional frameworks and political interference, even well-designed reforms tend to lose momentum over time. These partial or surface-level interventions create an illusion of progress without achieving real, lasting improvements in accountability or service delivery.

Ezeani’s (2023) study further emphasises that reforms aimed at combating inefficiency and corruption have largely failed because they do not sufficiently confront the bureaucratic culture and behavioural norms that sustain these problems. Many civil servants continue to resist change because of fears of losing influence or facing retaliation from powerful interests. This resistance is often compounded by a lack of clear incentives to adopt new practices or embrace innovation. Reform efforts, therefore, are frequently undermined from within, making it difficult to translate policy changes into actual improvements in institutional performance. Additionally, anti-corruption initiatives often lack robust monitoring and enforcement mechanisms, allowing old patterns of nepotism, favouritism and rent-seeking to persist even in the face of formal institutional changes.

International perspectives from Peters and Pierre (2019) and Christensen and Lægreid (2020) offer valuable insights by showing that accountability mechanisms, participatory governance and institutional autonomy are key factors behind successful reforms in other contexts. In contrast, Nigerian reforms have often suffered from poor implementation, inconsistent follow-through and a lack of political will. Kettunen and Kallio’s (2021) work on institutional entrepreneurship highlights that effective reforms require internal champions, individuals or groups who can push for change from within institutions by mobilising resources, engaging stakeholders and sustaining reform momentum. However, in Nigeria, the absence of strong internal reform drivers, combined with a volatile political environment, has limited the success of past and ongoing reform efforts. Thus, while there have been pockets of progress, the broader public sector continues to struggle with underwhelming performance, weak accountability and poor service delivery outcomes.

Recommendations


	Enhance leadership development: Implement continuous training programmes focused on leadership skills, ethics and public management to cultivate visionary and accountable leaders within the public service.

	Strengthen anti-corruption measures: Institutionalise transparent systems and accountability frameworks to reduce corruption and build public trust.

	Promote institutional autonomy and flexibility: Reform bureaucratic structures to allow greater autonomy and decentralisation, enabling institutions to adapt quickly to changing demands.

	Foster a supportive policy environment: Ensure consistent political commitment and policy coherence to back reform initiatives and create an enabling environment for innovation.



Conclusion

This study set out to examine the institutional and structural challenges hindering the development of a strong, virile and dynamic public service in Nigeria, as well as to assess the effectiveness of past and ongoing reform initiatives aimed at improving performance, accountability and service delivery. The findings reveal that despite numerous reform efforts, Nigeria’s public service remains hampered by persistent issues such as underfunding, bureaucratic rigidity, entrenched cultural norms of inefficiency and political interference. These challenges collectively undermine the capacity of public institutions to fulfil their mandates effectively.

The study highlights that many reform initiatives have fallen short because of weak implementation, inconsistent leadership commitment and limited institutional capacity. While policies designed to enhance transparency, accountability and service delivery exist, their impact is often diluted by poor coordination, resistance to change and lack of political will. The absence of a supportive environment for innovation and reform entrepreneurship further constrains the evolution of a responsive and adaptable public service.

In light of these findings, the study concludes that building a strong Nigerian public service requires a holistic approach that addresses both structural weaknesses and the underlying cultural and political factors. Sustainable reforms must be backed by continuous leadership development, merit-based appointments, adequate resourcing and institutional autonomy. Strengthening accountability mechanisms and fostering a culture of innovation are also critical for enhancing institutional dynamism.

The Nigerian public service can only become truly virile and dynamic if reforms move beyond technical fixes to include strategic investments in human capital, organisational culture and governance frameworks. Only through such comprehensive efforts can public institutions effectively contribute to Nigeria’s national development and meet the evolving needs of its citizens.

Acknowledgements

Competing interests

The authors declare that they have no financial or personal relationships that may have inappropriately influenced them in writing this article.

CRediT authorship contribution

Kayode Asaju: Data curation, Funding acquisition, Methodology, Project administration, Resources, Software, Visualisation, Writing – review & editing. Luma Varzoa: Conceptualisation, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Writing – original draft. All authors reviewed the article, contributed to the discussion of results, approved the final version for submission and publication, and take responsibility for the integrity of its findings.

Ethical considerations

This article followed all ethical standards for research without direct contact with human or animal subjects.

Funding information

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

Data availability

Data sharing is not applicable to this article as no new data were created or analysed in this study.

Disclaimer

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the authors and are the product of professional research. The article does not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of any affiliated institution, funder, agency or that of the publisher. The authors are responsible for this article’s results, findings and content.

References

Adebayo, A., & Ojo, F. (2023). Institutional reforms and public sector performance in Nigeria. University of Lagos Press.

Adebayo, O., & Mutula, S. (2022). E-governance readiness and digital transformation in Nigeria’s public sector. African Journal of Information Systems, 14(1), 99–120.

Adegbite, A., & Olayiwola, K. (2023). Institutional capacity and public service delivery in Nigeria: An assessment of reform outcomes. African Journal of Public Administration, 15(2), 45–61.

Adegoroye, A. (2023). Strengthening public institutions for sustainable development in Nigeria. Nigerian Journal of Political Science, 11(1), 23–39.

Adeyemi, K., & Akinwale, B. (2024). Leadership, accountability, and public service delivery in Nigeria. Nigerian Journal of Public Administration, 21(1), 35–49.

Agba, M.S., Akwara, A.F., & Idu, A.Y. (2013). Local government and social service delivery in Nigeria: A content analysis. Academic Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies, 2(2), 455–462. https://doi.org/10.5901/ajis.2013.v2n2p455

Agba, M.S., Stephen, O.O., & Ocheni, S. (2019). Public service ethics and the fight against corruption in Nigeria. Journal of African Governance, 9(1), 88–106.

Aremu, F., & Bamgbose, J. (2023). Digital transformation and the Nigerian civil service: Opportunities and challenges. African Journal of Governance, 17(2), 88–104.

Asaju, K., & Ayeni, E. (2021). Public bureaucracy and national development in Nigeria: Issues and challenges. Nigerian Journal of Administrative and Political Sciences, 5(1), 69–90.

Ayo, S.B., & Aluko, M.A.O. (2022). Public service corruption in Nigeria: Causes, consequences, and control. African Journal of Public Sector Management, 15(1), 33–56.

Ayoade, J.A.A. (2022). Political interference and institutional autonomy in Nigerian governance. Nigerian Journal of Political Science, 10(1), 22–38.

Christensen, T., & Lægreid, P. (2020). Accountability and governance in public sector reforms: Lessons from Europe. International Review of Administrative Sciences, 86(3), 540–557.

Ezeani, E.O. (2023). Corruption and bureaucratic inefficiency in Nigeria’s public service: An empirical assessment. Nigerian Journal of Public Administration and Local Government, 27(1), 33–50.

Ibietan, J. (2019). Capacity building and human resource development in Nigerian public service. International Journal of Public Administration, 42(5), 437–450.

Igbokwe-Ibeto, C.J., & Osakede, K.O. (2023). Nigerian public service and the dilemma of good governance: examining the normative and empirical challenges. Advance Journal of Management and Social Sciences, 7(1).

Kettunen, P., & Kallio, J. (2021). Institutional entrepreneurship and public sector transformation: Insights from Nordic countries. Public Management Review, 23(5), 678–696. https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2020.1746192

Maliki, U.J., & Asaju, K. (2025). The intricacies and dynamics of institution building and development administration in Nigeria: A case study of the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC). Advance Journal of Education and Social Sciences, 10(5), 235–253.

Obi, C., & Nwachukwu, J. (2024). E-governance adoption and institutional dynamism in Nigerian public service. International Journal of Digital Governance, 8(1), 102–120.

Odukoya, A. (2020). The political economy of public administration in Nigeria. Journal of African Studies and Development, 12(2), 40–57.

Ogunyemi, S., & Hassan, M. (2024). Building strong institutions in Nigeria: The missing links. Nigerian Journal of Policy and Development, 15(1), 55–72.

Okotoni, O. (2023). Public service and governance in Nigeria: The quest for efficiency. Ilorin Journal of Administrative Science, 19(2), 78–93.

Olaopa, T. (2021). Reforming Nigeria’s public service for national development: Reflections and pathways. Nigerian Journal of Public Administration, 19(3), 1–23.

Olowu, D. (2024). Leadership and institutional dynamism in Nigerian public service: A qualitative exploration. Journal of African Governance Studies, 18(1), 22–39.

Olowu, D., & Sulaiman, K. (2022). Challenges of public sector reforms in Nigeria. Ibadan Journal of Political Science, 24(1), 44–60.

Peters, B.G., & Pierre, J. (2019). Public service reform and institutional adaptability: A comparative perspective. Governance, 32(4), 659–678.

Scott, W.R. (2014). Institutions and organizations: Ideas, interests, and identities (4th ed.). Sage Publications.

OPS/symbol.jpg
 — .\

\ U





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
FRAOSIS

Advances in Corporate
Governance

https://goodgovernancejournal.org/

Building strong, virile and dynamic
public institutions in Nigeria: A
case of Nigerian public service

Kayode Asaju and Luma Varzoa

Advances in Corporate Governance 3(1), a14.
htps://doi.org/10.4102/acg.v3i1.14






